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P a s t ,  b u t  n o t  g o n e :  
t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  r e f e r e n c e  s y s t e m  i n  Q u e b e c  F r e n c h  
M a r t i n e  L e r o u x  
1  I n t r o d u c t i o n  
T h e  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  p a s s e  s i m p l e  ( s i m p l e  p a s t - s h o w n  t w i c e  i n  ( I ) )  i n  
o r a l  F r e n c h  i s  b e l i e v e d  t o  h a v e  c a u s e d  a n  o v e r h a u l  o f  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  r e f -
e r e n c e  s y s t e m .  M e a n i n g s  a s s u m e d  t o  b e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h i s  f o r m  h a v e  b e e n  
r e a l l o c a t e d  t o  t h e  i m p a r f a i t  ( i m p e r f e c t - s h o w n  i n  ( 2 ) )  a c c o r d i n g  t o  s o m e  
( l m b s  1 9 6 8 ,  d e  V i l l e r s  1 9 8 8 )  o r  t h e  p a s s e  c o m p o s e  ( p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t - s h o w n  
i n  ( 3 ) )  a c c o r d i n g  t o  o t h e r s  ( B r u n o t  1 9 3 6 ,  R e g u l a  1 9 5 7 ,  A r r i v e  e t  a l  1 9 8 6 ,  
R i e g e l  e t  a / 2 0 0 1 ) .  
( 1 )  T o r d - c h e n e s  J ! J i t  l a  f o r e t  a v e c  l e  f u s i l  e t  l a  m u n i t i o n  p o u r  a l l e r  a  l a  
c h a s s e  e t  J e a n - J e l o n  r e s t a  a u  c h a t e a u .  ( X I X : 4 4 : 4 7 1 )
1  
T o r d - c h e n e s  } & f J  f o r  t h e  f o r e s t  w i t h  a  r i f l e  a n d  a m m u n i t i o n  t o  g o  
h u n t i n g  a n d  J e a n - J e l o n  s t a y e d  a t  t h e  c a s t l e .  
( 2 )  B i e n  n o u s  a u t r e s  o n  r e s t a i t  j a m a i s  a s s e z  l o n g t e m p s  a  m e m e  p l a c e  
( X X :  1 0 9 : 7 4 7 )  
W e l l ,  w e  n e v e r  s t a y e d  l o n g  e n o u g h  i n  t h e  s a m e  p l a c e  
( 3 )  B i e n ,  p a s  t o u j o u r s ,  i l s  o n t  r e s t e  a u  l a c  S a i n t e - M a r i e  . . .  ( X X : 8 3 : 7 2 7 )  
W e l l ,  n o t  a l w a y s ,  t h e y  h a v e  s t a y e d  a t  t h e  L a c  S a i n t e - M a r i e  . . . .  
F o r  s u c h  a  r e a l l o c a t i o n  o f  f u n c t i o n s  t o  t a k e  p l a c e ,  p a s t - t i m e  m a r k e d  f o r m s  
h a d  t o  g o  t h r o u g h  a  t r a n s i t i o n  p h a s e ,  w h i c h  c o u l d  s t i l l  b e  i n  p r o g r e s s  o r  h a v e  
a c h i e v e d  c o m p l e t i o n .  
B e f o r e  d e c i d i n g  w h e t h e r  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  r e f e r e n c e  s y s t e m  i s  c h a r a c -
t e r i z e d  b y  c h a n g e ,  i t  i s  i m p e r a t i v e  t o  l o o k  a t  w h a t  m e a n i n g s  a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  
w i t h  e a c h  f o r m .  T h i s  p a p e r  w i l l  s t a r t  b y  r e v i e w i n g  t h e  g r a m m a t i c a l  t r a d i t i o n  
i n  t h e  h o p e  o f  d e f i n i n g  a l l  t h e  f u n c t i o n s  a s s u m e d  t o  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  d o m a i n  o f  
t h e  i m p e r f e c t ,  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  a n d  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t .  T h e n ,  i t  w i l l  e x a m i n e  
1  
C o d e s  r e f e r  t o  t h e  c o r p u s ,  t h e  s p e a k e r  n u m b e r  a n d  t h e  l i n e  n u m b e r  i n  t h e  t r a n -
s c r i p t i o n .  T h e  a b b r e v i a t i o n  " X X "  s t a n d s  f o r  t h e  O t t a w a - H u l l  F r e n c h  C o r p u s  
( P o p l a c k  1 9 8 9 )  a n d  " X I X "  f o r  t h e  c o r p u s  R e c i t s  d u  f r a n f a i s  q u e b e c o i s  d ' a u t r e f o i s  
( P o p l a c k  a n d  S t - A m a n d  2 0 0 2 ) .  A l l  e x a m p l e s  a r e  r e p r o d u c e d  v e r b a t i m  f r o m  s p e a k e r  
u t t e r a n c e s  a n d  t r a n s l a t e d  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  
1 2 0  
M A R T I N E  L E R O U X  
C a n a d i a n  F r e n c h  d a t a  f r o m  t w o  a g e  g r o u p s  t o  s e e  h o w  t h e s e  t h r e e  f o r m s  a r e  
e x p l o i t e d  i n  v e r n a c u l a r  s p e e c h  a n d  t o  d e t e r m i n e  i f  u s a g e  p a r a l l e l s  p r e s c r i p -
t i o n .  T h e  o l d e s t  g r o u p  w i l l  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  s p e e c h  o f  t h e  e a r l y  t w e n t i -
e t h  c e n t u r y ,  a  p e r i o d  c o i n c i d i n g  w i t h  t h e  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t ,  
w h i l e  t h e  y o u n g e s t  o n e  w i l l  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  s p e e c h  o f  t h e  l a t e  t w e n t i -
e t h  c e n t u r y .  I f  t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s  a n d  h i e r a r c h i e s  r e v e a l e d  b y  a  v a r i a b l e  r u l e  
a n a l y s i s  a r e  t h e  s a m e  f o r  b o t h  g e n e r a t i o n s ,  t h e n  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  r e f e r e n c e  
s y s t e m  w i l l  b e  d e e m e d  s t a b l e .  H o w e v e r ,  i f  a n y  v a r i a t i o n  f r o m  o n e  g r o u p  t o  
t h e  o t h e r  i s  f o u n d ,  t h e n  t h e  s y s t e m  w i l l  s h o w  s i g n s  o f  c h a n g e  a n d  t h e  p r o b -
a b i l i t i e s  w i l l  s e r v e  t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h i s  c h a n g e .  
2  G r a m m a t i c a l  T r a d i t i o n  
G r a m m a r i a n s  g e n e r a l l y  c l a i m  t h a t  e a c h  v e r b  f o r m  o f  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  r e f e r -
e n c e  s y s t e m  i s  u s e d  t o  e x p r e s s  a  d i f f e r e n t  m e a n i n g ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  a g r e e -
m e n t  a s  t o  w h a t  t h a t  m e a n i n g  i s .  A  s u r v e y  o f  2 3  i n f l u e n t i a l  F r e n c h  g r a m m a r s  
d a t i n g  f r o m  1 5 6 9  t o  1 9 8 0  r e v e a l e d  t h a t  m u c h  o f  w h a t  h a s  b e e n  p r e s c r i b e d  i s  
v a g u e ,  c o n v o l u t e d ,  o v e r l a p p i n g  o r  d o w n r i g h t  c o n t r a d i c t o r y ,  t h u s  i n d i c a t i n g  
i n h e r e n t  v a r i a b i l i t y  i n  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  r e f e r e n c e  s y s t e m .  
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  w a s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  6 0  s u p p o s e d l y  d i f f e r e n t  
m e a n i n g s  a n d  p a r t i c u l a r  u s e s .  F o r  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h i s  a n a l y s i s ,  t h r e e  v a l u e s  
w e r e  s e l e c t e d  b e c a u s e  t h e y  r e a p p e a r e d  c o n s i s t e n t l y  w i t h  t h i s  v e r b  f o r m  
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  c e n t u r i e s  a n d  t h e y  c o u l d  b e  o p e r a t i o n a l i z e d  i n t o  a  f a c t o r  
g r o u p .  T h e s e  v a l u e s  i n c l u d e  t h e  p r e s u m e d  a b i l i t i e s  t o  e x p r e s s  h a b i t u a l i t y  ( 4 ) ,  
d u r a t i o n  ( 5 )  a n d  s i m u l t a n e i t y  ( 6 ) .  
( 4 )  O n  re~ardait t o u t l e  t e m p s  l a  t e l e v i s i o n  e n  a n g l a i s  ( X X :  1 0 9 : 6 7 6 )  
W e  w e r e  a l w a y s  w a t c h i n g  T V  i n  E n g l i s h  
( 5 )  e l l e  a v a i t  f a i t  d e s  f e u i 1 l e s  p u i s  e l l e  p o u s s a i t  u n  p e t i t  a r b r e .  
( X I X : 4 : 7 4 9 )  
i t  h a d  g r o w n  l e a v e s  a n d  n o w  i t  w a s  g r o w i n g  a  l i t t l e  t r e e  
( 6 )  J e  m e  s u i s  m a r i e e  a  3 1  a n s  p u i s  j ' a v a i s - j e  J l . e s a i s  q u a t r e - v i n g t s  l i v r e s .  
( X X : 1 2 0 : 8 3 1 )  
I  g o t  m a r r i e d  a t  3 1  a n d  I  h a d - I  w e i g h e d  e i g h t y  p o u n d s .  
T h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  a n d  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t  i s  n o  c l e a r e r .  S o m e  
g r a m m a r i a n s  s a y  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  n o  d i s t i n c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  t h e s e  t w o  
v e r b  f o r m s ,  b u t  t h e n  p r o c e e d  t o  l i s t  e x c e p t i o n s  t o  t h e i r  c l a i m  ( B r u n o t  1 9 3 6 ,  
S t e r n  o n  1 9 5 4 ,  S e n s i n e  1 9 7 7 ) ;  o t h e r s  g o  t o  g r e a t  l e n g t h  t o  c o n t r a s t  t h e m  a n d  
t o  w a r n  s p e a k e r s  a g a i n s t  s o m e  a p p a r e n t  f r e q u e n t  m i s u s e s  ( A r n a u l d  a n d  L a n -
c e l o t  1 6 6 0 ,  B e a u z e e  1 7 6 7 ,  G i r a u l t - D u v i v i e r  1 8 5 3 ) ,  a  s i g n  t h a t  u s a g e  d o e s  n o t  
P A S T ,  B U T  N O T  G O N E  
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f o l l o w  p r e s c r i p t i o n .  
U p  u n t i l  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  o n e  o f  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  ( c i t e d  i n  p a r t i c u -
l a r  i n  A r n a u l d  a n d  L a n c e l o t  1 6 6 0 ,  A n t o n i n i  1 7 5 3 ,  G i r a u l t - D u v i v i e r  1 8 5 3 )  
b e t w e e n  t h o s e  t w o  f o r m s  w a s  t h e  " t w e n t y - f o u r - h o u r  r u l e "  i n v e n t e d  b y  E s -
t i e n n e  ( 1 5 6 9 ) .  T h i s  r u l e  s t i p u l a t e d  t h a t  a n y  e v e n t  s i n c e  t h e  p r e v i o u s  n i g h t  h a d  
t o  b e  r e p o r t e d  u s i n g  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  a l l  e v e n t s  p r i o r  t o  t h a t  
t i m e  h a d  t o  b e  p u t  i n  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t .  
A t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  t h i s  f o r m u l a t i o n  w a s  r e p l a c e d  b y  
a n o t h e r  i n v o k i n g  t h a t  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  s h o u l d  b e  u s e d  f o r  e v e n t s  t h a t  h a p -
p e n e d  i n  a  p e r i o d  o f  t i m e  o f  w h i c h  a  p a r t  r e m a i n s  u n e x p i r e d ,  a n d  t h e  s i m p l e  
p a s t  f o r  e v e n t s  f r o m  a  t i m e  e n t i r e l y  e l a p s e d  ( B e s c h e r e l l e  e t  a l  1 8 5 2 ,  G i r a u l t -
D u v i v i e r  1 8 5 3 ,  B r u n o t  1 9 3 6 ,  S e n s i n e  1 9 7 7 ,  a m o n g  o t h e r s ) .  O f  c o u r s e ,  e x -
p l a n a t i o n s  a r e  i n v a r i a b l y  a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  a  l o n g  l i s t  o f  s p e c i a l  n u a n c e s  a n d  
c a s e s  t h a t  m a k e  i t  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  g e t  a  c l e a r  a n d  d e f i n i t e  p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  r e -
s p e c t i v e  f e a t u r e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  e a c h  f o r m .  
S o ,  i f  g r a m m a r i a n s  f a i l e d  t o  a g r e e  o n  t h e  u s e s  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t ,  t h e  p r e -
s e n t  p e r f e c t  a n d  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t  a m o n g s t  e a c h  o t h e r  a n d  a c r o s s  t h e  c e n t u r i e s ,  
t h e n  h o w  w i l l  w e  k n o w  w h a t  t h e  a c t u a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  r e f e r -
e n c e  s y s t e m  i s ,  a n d  w h e r e  m e a n i n g s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t  h a v e  
b e e n  r e a l l o c a t e d ?  
3  C o r p u s  a n d  V a r i a b l e  C o n t e x t  
T o  a n s w e r  t h i s  q u e s t i o n ,  I  a n a l y z e d  1 , 5 1 7  v e r b  t o k e n s  w i t h  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  p a s t  
t i m e  c o n t a i n e d  i n  t h e  O t t a w a - H u l l  F r e n c h  C o r p u s  ( P o p l a c k  1 9 8 9 ) ,  w h i c h  i s  
h o u s e d  a t  t h e  S o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s  L a b o r a t o r y  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  O t t a w a .  T h i s  
v a s t  a n d  u n i q u e  c o r p u s  o f  v e r n a c u l a r  F r e n c h  c o n t a i n s  s p e e c h  d a t a  f r o m  a  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  s a m p l e  o f  1 2 0  n a t i v e  s p e a k e r s  o f  t h e  n a t i o n a l  c a p i t a l  r e g i o n  o f  
C a n a d a .  
F o r  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h i s  a n a l y s i s ,  I  s e l e c t e d  s i x t e e n  s p e a k e r s  l i v i n g  i n  
H u l l ,  Q u e b e c ,  a n d  d i v i d e d  t h e m  i n t o  t w o  a g e  g r o u p s ,  a s  e x p l a i n e d  b e f o r e .  
T h e  e i g h t  o l d e s t  s p e a k e r s  w e r e  b o r n  b e t w e e n  1 8 9 3  a n d  1 9 1 8 ,  a n d  t h e  e i g h t  
y o u n g e s t  w e r e  b o r n  b e t w e e n  1 9 5 7  a n d  1 9 6 5 .  T h i s  d i s t r i b u t i o n  s e r v e s  a  d u a l  
p u r p o s e :  i t  w i l l  b e  u s e f u l  t o  a s s e s s  w h e t h e r  c h a n g e  i s  i n  p r o g r e s s  o v e r  a p p a r -
e n t  t i m e  a n d  t o  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h i s  p o t e n t i a l  c h a n g e .  
G i v e n  t h e  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  c i r c u m s c r i b i n g  a  p r e c i s e  s e m a n t i c  d o m a i n  f o r  
e a c h  v e r b  f o r m ,  f o l l o w i n g  P o p l a c k  a n d  T a g l i a m o n t e  ( 1 9 9 6 ) ,  I  s i m p l y  d e f i n e d  
t h e  v a r i a b l e  c o n t e x t  t o  i n c l u d e  p a s t  t e m p o r a l  r e f e r e n c e s ,  b u t  l i m i t e d  t h e  v a r i -
a n t s  t o  t h e  t h r e e  d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  t h e  m o s t  r o b u s t  o n e s :  t h e  i m -
p e r f e c t ,  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  a n d  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t .  T h i s  l~st v a r i a n t  w a s  i n -
c l u d e d  t o  t e s t  w h e t h e r  a n y  o c c u r r e n c e  w o u l d  b e  f o u n d  i n  r e a l  s p e e c h  d a t a .  
1 2 2  M A R T I N E  L E R O U X  
4  F a c t o r  G r o u p s  
4 . 1  S e n t e n t i a l  A s p e c t  
T h i s  s t u d y  t r e a t s  a s p e c t  f r o m  a  s e n t e n t i a l  p o i n t  o f  v i e w  a n d  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  
a m o n g  t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  t y p e s :  h a b i t u a l s  ( 7 ) ,  d u r a t i v e s  ( 8 )  a n d  p u n c t u a l s  ( 9 ) .  
( 7 )  j ' g !  t o u j o u r s  d i t  c ' e t a i t  u n  g a r s  m a n q u e  c e l l e - l a .  ( X X : 1 1 9 : 7 0 7 )  
I ' v e  a l w a y s  s a i d  s h e  w a s  a  t o m b o y .  
( 8 )  m o n  p e t i t  gar~on a  e t e  m a l a d e  b i e n  l o n g t e m p s .  ( X X :  1 1 9 : 7 2 1 )  
m y  s m a l l  s o n  w a s  s i c k  f o r  a  l o n g  t i m e .  
( 9 )  i l  a  c a s s e ,  p u i s  i l  a  t o m b e  s u r  l ' a r b r e  ( X X : 8 5 : 6 8 2 )  
i t  b r o k e  a n d  i t  k J 1  o n  t h e  t r e e  
H e r e i n ,  h a b i t u a l s  i n c l u d e  a l l  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  t o o k  p l a c e  m o r e  t h a n  o n c e  o r  t h a t  
w e r e  r e p e a t e d ,  a n d  d u r a t i v e s  e n c o m p a s s  a l l  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  l a s t e d  f o r  a t  l e a s t  a  
c e r t a i n  m o m e n t  i n  t i m e .  A s  i n d i c a t e d  b e f o r e ,  g r a m m a r i a n s  ( M a u p a s  1 6 3 2 ,  
d e  F i v a s  1 8 8 3 ,  A c a d e m i e  Fran~aise 1 9 3 2 ,  B r u n o t  1 9 3 6 ,  S t e r n  o n  1 9 5 4 ,  G r e -
v i s s e  1 9 6 4 ,  S e n s i n e  1 9 7 7 ,  a m o n g  o t h e r s )  p r e s c r i b e  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  f o r  d u r a t i v e  
a n d  h a b i t u a l  s i t u a t i o n s ,  b u t  s o m e  a l s o  r e c o m m e n d  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t  f o r  t h e  
l a t t e r  ( M a u p a s  1 6 3 2 ,  A n t o n i n i  1 7 5 3 ) ,  a  c l e a r  v i o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  o n e  f o r m - o n e  
f u n c t i o n  p r i n c i p l e .  
P u n c t u a l s  i n c l u d e  a l l  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  o c c u r r e d  o n l y  o n c e  a n d  f o r  a  b r i e f  
m o m e n t .  S o  b y  d e f i n i t i o n ,  t h e y  a r e  o p p o s e d  t o  h a b i t u a l s  a n d  d u r a t i v e s ,  a n d  
s h o u l d  d i s f a v o r  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  a n d  s h o u l d ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  m a n y  ( A c a d e m i e  
Fran~aise 1 9 3 2 ,  S t e r n o n  1 9 5 4 ,  G r e v i s s e  1 9 6 4  a n d  1 9 8 0 ,  S e n s i n e  1 9 7 7 ) ,  f a v o r  
t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t .  
4 . 2  T e m p o r a l  R e l a t i o n s h i p  
T h e  t e m p o r a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  s i m u l t a n e i t y  ( 1 0 ) ,  a n t e -
r i o r i t y  ( 1 1 )  o r  s e q u e n t i a l i t y  ( 1 2 )  w i t h  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  r e f e r e n c e  v e r b .  
( 1 0 )  P e n d a n t  u n e  s a i s o n  j ' a v a i s  u n e  c a r a b i n e  p u i s ,  b i e n  i l  s ' e t a i t  r i e n  
p a s s e  [ S I M U L T A N E I T Y ]  ( X X : 9 8 : 7 4 7 )  
F o r  o n e  s e a s o n  I  h a d  a  g u n ,  b u t  n o t h i n g  h a p p e n e d .  
( 1 1 )  a u  g o u v e r n e m e n t ,  q u e  c ; a  s o i t  d u  Q u e b e c  o u  f e d e r a l ,  i l s  p r e n n e n t  p a s  
q u e l q u ' u n  q u i  a  f a i t  [ A N T E R I O R I T Y ]  d e  I a  p r i s o n  ( X X : l 0 9 : 7 2 4 )  
i n  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ,  w h e t h e r  t h e  Q u e b e c  o n e  o r  t h e  f e d e r a l ,  t h e y  d o n ' t  
t a k e  p e o p l e  w h o  h a v e  d o n e  t i m e  i n  j a i l  
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( 1 2 )  P a r c e  m o n  g r a n d - p e r e  l u i ,  E d d y  S c o t t ,  a  e t e  b a p t i s e  a  l ' a g e  d e  
1 4  a n s ,  p u i s  c ' e s t  l a  q u ' i l  a  p a s  e  u  [ S E Q U E N T I A L I T Y ]  d r o i t  a  
l ' h e r i t a g e  ( X X : I 0 7 : 7 7 4 )  
B e c a u s e  m y  g r a n d - f a t h e r ,  E d d y  S c o t t ,  w a s  b a v t i z e d  a t  t h e  a g e  o f  1 4 ,  
a n d  i t ' s  a f t e r  t h a t  t h a t  h e  d i d n ' t  h a v e  t h e  r i g h t  t o  t h e  i n h e r i t a n c e  
A s  i n d i c a t e d  b e f o r e ,  a  l a r g e  n u m b e r  o f  g r a m m a r i a n s  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  
s i m u l t a n e i t y  i s  i n h e r e n t l y  c o n t a i n e d  i n  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  ( M a u p a s  1 6 3 2 ,  B e a u z e e  
1 7 6 7 ,  B e s c h e r e l l e  e t  a l  1 8 5 2 ,  d e  F i v a s  1 8 8 3 ,  A c a d e m i e  F r a n c ; a i s e  1 9 3 2 ,  
R e g u l a  1 9 5 7 ,  a m o n g  o t h e r s ) ,  a l t h o u g h  B e a u z e e  ( 1 7 6 7 )  a t t r i b u t e s  i t  a l s o  t o  
t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t ,  w h i c h  i n d i c a t e s  v a r i a b i l i t y  i n  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  r e f e r e n c e  
s y s t e m .  B e a u z e e  ( 1 7 6 7 ) ,  B e s c h e r e l l e  e t  a l  ( 1 8 5 2 )  a n d  S e n s i n e  ( 1 9 7 7 )  c l a i m  
t h a t  e v e n t s  a n t e r i o r  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  s h o u l d  b e  e x p r e s s e d  w i t h  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r -
f e c t .  F i n a l l y ,  B r u n o t  ( 1 9 3 6 ) ,  S t e r n o n  ( 1 9 5 4  ) ,  R e g u l a  ( 1 9 5 7 ) ,  G r e v i s s e  ( 1 9 6 4  
a n d  1 9 8 0 )  a n d  S e n  s i n e  (  1 9 7 7 )  a r g u e  t h a t  s e q u e n t i a l i t y  i s  d i s t i n c t i v e  o f  t h e  
s i m p l e  p a s t .  
4 . 3  S u b j e c t  T y p e  
C e r t a i n  f o r m s  o f  s p e e c h  a r e  s a i d  t o  r e q u i r e  m o r e  f r e q u e n t  u s e  o f  c e r t a i n  s u b -
j e c t  t y p e s ,  b u t  a r e  c e r t a i n  s u b j e c t  t y p e s  c o r r e l a t e d  w i t h  c e r t a i n  v e r b  f o r m s ?  
T o g e b y  ( 1 9 8 2 )  a n d  A r r i v e  e t  a l  ( 1 9 8 6 ) ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  s a y  t h a t  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  
c a l l  f o r  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  a n d  r e q u i r e  m o s t l y  t h e  f i r s t  t w o  p e r s o n s .  M e a n -
w h i l e ,  B e s c h e r e l l e  ( 1 9 9 7 )  a n d  R i e g e l  e t  a l  ( 2 0 0  1 )  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t  
i s  u s e d  m o s t l y  i n  t h e  t h i r d  p e r s o n .  
T o  t e s t  w h e t h e r  t h e r e  i s  s o m e  r e l e v a n c e  t o  t h i s  c l a i m ,  a  d e t a i l e d  c o d i n g  
s y s t e m  w a s  o r i g i n a l l y  u s e d  t o  c a t e g o r i z e  a l l  s u b j e c t s .  H o w e v e r ,  a  p r e l i m i n a r y  
a n a l y s i s  r e v e a l e d  t h a t  t h r e e  m a i n  d i s t i n c t i o n s  w e r e  r e l e v a n t :  i m p e r s o n a l  
s u b j e c t s - i n c l u d i n g  b o t h  " t u "  a n d  " i l "  i n  t h e i r  i m p e r s o n a l  f o r m  ( 1 3 ) ,  f i r s t  
a n d  s e c o n d  p e r s o n s  b o t h  s i n g u l a r  a n d  p l u r a l  ( 1 4 ) ,  a n d  t h i r d  p e r s o n  a l s o  s i n -
g u l a r  a n d  p l u r a l  ( 1 5 ) .  
( 1 3 )  P u i s  l a  t . ! : L  t e  p r o m e n a i s  d a n s  l e  c o r r i d o r  p u i s  e l l e  t e  s u i v a i t  
( X X : 1 1 0 : 7 0 4 )  
A n d  t h e n  ) ! Q J &  w o u l d  w a l k  i n  t h e  h a l l w a y  a n d  s h e  w o u l d  f o l l o w  y o u  
( 1 4 )  M o i . k .  s u i s  v e n u e  a u  r n o n d e  p o u r  m o u r i r  ( X X : 8 5 : 6 4 6 )  
M e ,  l  c a m e  i n t o  t h i s  w o r l d  t o  d i e  
( 1 5 )  e l l e  l e  b a t t a i t  a  p a r t  d e  d e c ; a .  ( X X : l 1 9 : 7 2 6 )  
a n d  s h e  w o u l d  a l s o  b e a t  h i m  u p .  
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4 . 4  P a r a l l e l i s m  
P a r a l l e l i s m ,  a l s o  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  p r i m i n g ,  p e r s i s t e n c e  o r  r e p e t i t i v e n e s s ,  s t i p u -
l a t e s  t h a t  t h e  c h o i c e  o f  a  v a r i a n t  i s  a f f e c t e d  i n  a  w a y  s u c h  t h a t  " t h e  u s e  o f  a  
s p e c i f i c  v a r i a n t  [  . . .  ]  w i l l  m a k e  i t  m o r e  l i k e l y  [  . . .  ]  t h a t  t h e  s a m e  v a r i a n t  w i l l  
b e  u s e d  a g a i n "  ( S z m r e c a s a n y i  2 0 0 5 ) .  T h i s  e f f e c t  h a s  a l r e a d y  b e e n  t h e  o b j e c t  
o f  n u m e r o u s  l i n g u i s t i c  s t u d i e s .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  g i v e n  d e f i n i t i o n ,  i t  i s  e x -
p e c t e d  t h a t  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a n  i m p e r f e c t  i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  c l a u s e  w i l l  f a v o r  t h e  
u s e  o f  t h a t  s a m e  f o r m  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c l a u s e .  
4 . 5  O t h e r  F a c t o r s  
S e v e r a l  o t h e r  f a c t o r s  w e r e  a l s o  c o n s i d e r e d ,  b u t  s o m e  w e r e  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  o p -
e r a t i o n a l i z e  c a t e g o r i c a l l y ,  l i k e  p e r f e c t i v i t y ,  o r  n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t  a f t e r  a  p r e l i m i -
n a r y  a n a l y s i s ,  l i k e  v e r b  c l a s s ,  c l a u s e  t y p e  a n d  p o l a r i t y .  T h e  f a m o u s  " t w e n t y -
f o u r - h o u r  r u l e , "  l a t e r  s l i g h t l y  m o d i f i e d  a n d  r e n a m e d  t o  b e c o m e  t h e  " e l a p s e d -
p e r i o d  r u l e , "  w a s  a l s o  e x a m i n e d ,  b u t  i t  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  b e  a l m o s t  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  
c o d e  w i t h  c e r t a i n t y  i f  a n  a c t i o n  h a d  o c c u r r e d  d u r i n g  a  m o s t  o f t e n  i m p l i c i t  
r e f e r e n c e  p e r i o d  o r  o u t s i d e  t h i s  p e r i o d .  G i v e n  t h i s ,  I  t r i e d  t o  c o d e  s i m p l y  f o r  
r e m o t e n e s s ,  n o t  t a k i n g  i n t o  a c c o u n t  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a n  o v e r t  r e f e r e n c e  p e -
r i o d .  T h i s  d i d  n o t  t u r n  o u t  t o  b e  s i g n i f i c a n t  e i t h e r .  T h i s  f i n d i n g  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  
b e c a u s e  t h i s  r u l e  i s  u s e d  i n  g r a m m a r s  s i n c e  a t  l e a s t  E s t i e n n e  ( 1 5 6 9 ) ,  t h u s  
g i v i n g  i t  a n  a i r  o f  v a l i d i t y .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  d a t a  e x a m i n e d  s h o w  t h a t  i t  p l a y s  n o  
r o l e  i n  t h e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  a  v a r i a n t ,  t h u s  i n d i c a t i n g  o n c e  m o r e  t h a t  u s a g e  i s  d e -
p a r t i n g  f r o m  p r e s c r i p t i o n  i n  b o t h  t h e  e a r l y  a n d  t h e  l a t e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  
s p e e c h .  
5  R e s u l t s  
5 . 1  O v e r a l l  D i s t r i b u t i o n  
T a b l e  1  d i s p l a y s  t h e  o v e r a l l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  a l l  t h r e e  v a r i a n t s  i n  a p p a r e n t  t i m e .  
A t  f i r s t  g l a n c e ,  i t  i s  o b v i o u s  t h a t  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t  i s  c o m p l e t e l y  a b s e n t  f r o m  
t h e  d a t a ,  t h u s  c o n f i r m i n g  i t s  e x t i n c t i o n  f r o m  t h e  s p o k e n  l a n g u a g e .  
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E a r l y  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  L a t e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  
V a r i a n t s  
( s p e a k e r s  b o r n  b e - ( s p e a k e r s  b o r n  b e -
T O T A L N  
t w e e n  1 8 9 3  t w e e n  1 9 5 7  
a n d  1 9 1 8 )  a n d  1 9 6 5 )  
N  %  N  %  
N  
I m p e r f e c t  
5 1 2  
6 7  
3 9 2  5 2  
9 0 4  
P r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  
2 5 4  
3 3  
3 5 6  
4 8  6 1 3  
S i m p l e  _ p a s t  0  0  
0  0  
0  
T O T A L N  7 6 6  
7 5 1  1 , 5 1 7  
T a b l e  1 :  O v e r a l l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  v a r i a n t s  o f  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  
r e f e r e n c e  s y s t e m  i n  F r e n c h  
%  
6 0  
4 0  
0  
T a b l e  1  s h o w s  t h a t  t h e  o l d e r  g e n e r a t i o n  u s e d  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  t w i c e  a s  f r e -
q u e n t l y  a s  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  ( 6 7 %  c o m p a r e d  t o  3 3 % ) .  T h e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a -
t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  u s e d  b o t h  v a r i a n t s  i n  a l m o s t  e q u a l  p r o p o r t i o n s  ( 5 2 %  a n d  4 8 %  
r e s p e c t i v e l y ) .  T h e s e  n u m b e r s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  w h i l e  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  w a s  t h e  f a -
v o r e d  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  f o r m  i n  t h e  e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  i t  b a r e l y  a c c o u n t s  
f o r  m o r e  t h a n  h a l f  o f  t h e  d a t a  i n  t h e  l a t e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  
O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  h a s  g o n e  f r o m  3 3 %  o f  
t h e  d a t a  t o  4 8 % .  T h i s  i n c r e a s e  o f  1 5 %  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  
a  p r o p o r t i o n a l  d e c l i n e  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  m e a n s  t w o  t h i n g s :  a l l  t h e  m e a n i n g s  
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t  w e r e  n o t  r e a l l o c a t e d  t o  t h e  s a m e  f o r m  s i n c e  
b o t h  p r o d u c t i v e  v a r i a n t s  a r e  c h a n g i n g ,  a n d  c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  
s y s t e m  h a v e  n o t  g o n e  t o  c o m p l e t i o n .  
5 . 2  M u l t i v a r i a t e  A n a l y s i s  
T a b l e  2  p r e s e n t s  t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  a  m u l t i v a r i a t e  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  f a c t o r s  c o n t r i b -
u t i n g  t o  t h e  o c c u r r e n c e  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  a s  o p p o s e d  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  
a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  t w o  a g e  g r o u p s  d e f i n e d .  T h i s  w i l l  s e r v e  t o  d r a w  a  p i c t u r e  o f  
h o w  t h e  t w o  v e r b  f o r m s  a r e  a c t u a l l y  u s e d  i n  s p e e c h  a n d  t o  d e t e r m i n e  
w h e t h e r  u s a g e  f o l l o w s  p r e s c r i p t i o n  i n  t h e  p a s t  t e m p o r a l  r e f e r e n c e  s y s t e m  o f  
F r e n c h .  
I t  s h o u l d  b e  n o t e d  t h a t  a  f i r s t  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  d a t a  r e v e a l e d  a  c l o s e  
a s s o c i a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  a n d  t h e  v e r b  e t r e  " t o  b e . "  I n  f a c t ,  9 1 %  o f  
t h e  o c c u r r e n c e s  o f  t h i s  l e x i c a l  v e r b  ( N = 1 2 9 1 1 4 2 )  f o r  t h e  o l d e r  g e n e r a t i o n  a n d  
9 3 %  ( N = 1 3 1 / 1 4 0 )  f o r  t h e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t i o n  w e r e  f o u n d  w i t h  t h i s  f o r m .  
T h i s  m a r k s  a  l e x i c a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  t h a t  s e e m s  t o  h a v e  e l u d e d  
g r a m m a r i a n s .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h i s  l e x i c a l  v e r b  w i l l  b e  e x c l u d e d  f r o m  t h e  r e s t  o f  
m y  a n a l y s i s .  
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5.2.1 Sentential Aspect 
An inspection of the different ranges in Table 2 shows that sentential aspect 
is by far the strongest contributing factor to the selection of the imperfect, 
regardless of age. This means that, despite all the different functions that 
grammars try to associate with one form or the other, aspect will be the first 
intervening factor in the selection of a variant. 
Within this category, the habitual aspect favors the imperfect the most, 
with probabilities of .95 for the older generation and .97 for the younger 
generation. Recall that the ability to express habituality was one of the three 
main features characterizing the imperfect, but was also attached by some to 
the simple past. Table 2 shows with no doubt that if this function was ever 
marked by the latter form, it is now almost completely owned by the imper-
fect. 
Punctuality is found to disfavor the imperfect, with probabilities of .02 
and .13. According to the literature, this aspect should be marked by the 
simple past, but this function is now shown, by default, to be carried by the 
present perfect. 
Early 20th century Late 20th century 
(speakers born between (speakers born between 
1893 and 1918) 1957 and 1965) 
Corrected mean 0.55 0.15 
Total N 358/588 245/595 
Sentential aspect p N/Total N % p N/Total N % 
Habitual .95 163/172 95 .97 85/95 89 
Durative .44 12/43 28 .68 14/48 29 
Punctual .02 2/124 2 .13 6/199 3 
RANGE 93 84 
Temporal relationship p N/Total N % p N/Total N % 
Simultaneity .90 18/24 75 .78 29/37 78 
Anteriority .51 16/29 55 .27 8/33 24 
Sequentiality .39 571124 46 .47 29/114 25 
RANGE 50 51 
Subject type p N/Total N % p N/Total N % 
Impersonal .87 60/63 95 .70 41155 75 
3'ct person .44 173/297 58 .59 I 10/255 43 
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E a r l y  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  
L a t e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  
( s p e a k e r s  b o r n  b e t w e e n  
( s p e a k e r s  b o r n  b e t w e e n  
1 8 9 3  a n d  1 9 1 8 )  
1 9 5 7  a n d  1 9 6 5 )  
1 s t  a n d  2 n d  p e r s o n s  
. 4 4 · 1  
1 2 5 / 2 2 8  1  
5 5  1  . 3 8  1  
9 4 / 2 8 5  
1  3 3  
R A N G E  4 3  
3 2  
P a r a l l e l i s m  
p  
N / T o t a l  N  %  
p  
N / T o t a l  N  %  
I m p e r f e c t  
. 6 9  
2 5 0 / 2 9 9  8 4  
. 7 5  
1 3 8 / 1 9 5  7 1  
P l u p e r f e c t  
1 5 / 2 2  6 8  
1 0 / 2 2  4 5  
P r e s e n t  4 2 / 1 0 8  3 9  
4 9 / 1 8 6  2 6  
P r e s e n t  P e r f e c t  
4 4 / 1 3 9  
3 2  . 3 3  3 9 / 1 6 5  2 4  
R A N G E  
4 4  
- - - ·  · - - - -
T a b l e  2 :  F a c t o r s  c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  o c c u r r e n c e  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  
a s  o p p o s e d  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  i n  Q u e b e c  o r a l  F r e n c h  
W h a t  i s  u n e x p e c t e d  i n  T a b l e  2  i s  t h a t  o l d e r  s p e a k e r s  d i s f a v o r  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  
t o  m a r k  d u r a t i o n  ( . 4 4 ) .  T h i s  g o e s  a g a i n s t  a l l  g r a m m a r s  c o n s u l t e d  a s  f a r  b a c k  
a s  t h e  s i x t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  w h i c h  h a v e  s a i d  t h i s  f u n c t i o n  i s  t h e  p r e r o g a t i v e  o f  
t h e  i m p e r f e c t .  W e  h a v e  s e e n  t h a t  t h i s  v a r i a n t  i s  b e l i e v e d  t o  i n h e r e n t l y  e x -
p r e s s  d u r a t i o n  ( t h e  s e c o n d  o f  i t s  t h r e e  m a i n  f e a t u r e s ) .  W h a t  i s  e v e n  m o r e  
s u r p r i s i n g  i s  t h a t  t h e  y o u n g e r  s p e a k e r s  d o  c a r r y  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  t h i s  f o r m  i s  a  
v e h i c l e  f o r  t h e  d u r a t i v e  a s p e c t  ( . 6 8 ) .  F o r  t h e  t i m e  b e i n g ,  t h e  o n l y  e x p l a n a t i o n  
f o r  t h i s  o b s e r v e d  p h e n o m e n o n  c o u l d  b e  t h e  s p a r s e  d a t a  f o u n d  w i t h  t h i s  a s -
p e c t  a s  o p p o s e d  t o  t h e  o t h e r  t w o .  
S e n t e n t i a l  a s p e c t  s h o w s  n o  c h a n g e  i n  t h e  c o n d i t i o n i n g  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  
g e n e r a t i o n s  s i n c e  b o t h  h a v e  t h e  s a m e  o r d e r  o f  p r o b a b i l i t y  f o r  a l l  f a c t o r s  i n  
t h i s  g r o u p .  H o w e v e r ,  i t  d o e s  r e v e a l  a  w i d e  g a p  b e t w e e n  p r e s c r i p t i o n  a n d  u s -
a g e  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  d u r a t i v e  a s p e c t .  
5 . 2 . 2  T e m p o r a l  R e l a t i o n s h i p  
T e m p o r a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  t h e  s e c o n d - m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  f a c t o r  g r o u p  i n f l u e n c i n g  
t h e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  v a r i a n t .  T a b l e  2  r e v e a l s  t h a t  b o t h  o l d  a n d  
y o u n g  s p e a k e r s  c h o s e  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  t o  m a r k  s i m u l t a n e i t y  ( w i t h  r e s p e c t i v e  
p r o b a b i l i t i e s  o f  . 9 0  a n d  . 7 8 ) .  T h i s  f i n d i n g  c o r r e l a t e s  w i t h  t h e  t h i r d  o f  t h e  
t h r e e  m a i n  f u n c t i o n s  w i d e l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h i s  v e r b  f o r m ,  n a m e l y  t o  e x -
p r e s s  s i m u l t a n e o u s  a c t i o n s .  
T h e  o t h e r  t w o  t e m p o r a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w o r k  d i f f e r e n t l y  f o r  t h e  t w o  a g e  
g r o u p s ,  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  c h a n g e  i s  t a k i n g  p l a c e .  T h e  f a c t o r  t h a t  i n h i b i t s  t h e  
s e l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  t h e  m o s t  i n  t h e  o l d e r  g e n e r a t i o n  i s  s e q u e n t i a l i t y  
( . 3 9 ) ,  b u t  t h a t  p l a c e  i s  h e l d  b y  a n t e r i o r i t y  ( . 2 7 )  i n  t h e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t i o n .  
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This reversal between old and young marks a growing detachment between 
anteriority and the imperfect, in favor of the present perfect, thus confirming 
the claim of Beauzee (1767), Bescherelle et al (1852) and Sensine (1977) 
seen earlier. 
At the same time, Table 2 shows that the responsibil ity to mark sequen-
tiality attributed to the simple past, as claimed by Brunot (1936), Sternon 
(1954), Regula (1957), Grevisse (1964 and 1980) and Sensine (1977), fell on 
the present perfect in the speech of the early twentieth century (since the 
probability of using the imperfect was only .39), but seems to be shared 
quasi-equally between the imperfect (.47) and the present perfect (by default 
.53) in the speech of the late twentieth century. In other words, while it was 
claimed to be marked by the simple past, the meaning of sequentiality was 
expressed through the present perfect in the early twentieth century and now 
seems to be on its way to being transferred to the imperfect. 
5.2.3 Other Factor Groups 
After sentential aspect and temporal relationship, two other factor groups 
were selected as significant by the variable rule analysis, but their ranking is 
different in the different generations. For the older speakers, subject type and 
parallelism carry the same weight in the selection of the imperfect (range of 
43). The younger speakers are also sensitive to these two factor groups, but 
parallelism (range of 44) exerts a stronger influence than subject type (range 
of 32). These numbers show that the constraints are not the same for the two 
groups of speakers. A closer examination of each factor group separately 
will shed some light on the nature of these constraints. 
5.2.4 Subject Type 
An initial analysis of the data revealed that impersonal subjects favor the 
imperfect. The older speakers used 60 of their 63 impersonal subjects with 
this form, resulting in a probability of .87. For this generation, this is the 
only subject type favoring the imperfect. The younger speakers also prefer to 
use this form with impersonal subjects, but with a somewhat lesser probabil-
ity of .70. This and the decrease in range between the old and young speak-
ers for this factor group indicate that the influence of impersonal subjects on 
the selection of the imperfect is regressing. 
Interestingly, this decrease in the weight of impersonals could be corre-
lated with the increase of the role played by 3rct pers. subj, a subject type as-
sociated with the simple past. While this type disfavors the imperfect in the 
older generation (.44), it favors this form in the younger generation (.59). 
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A s  f o r  f i r s t  a n d  s e c o n d  p e r s o n s ,  t h e y  d i s f a v o r  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  i n  b o t h  a g e  
g r o u p s ,  w i t h  r e s p e c t i v e  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  o f  . 4 4  a n d  . 3 8 .  B y  d e f a u l t ,  t h i s  c o u l d  b e  
i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  s u p p o r t  f o r  T o g e b y  ( 1 9 8 2 )  a n d  A r r i v e  e t  a l  ( 1 9 8 6 )  w h o  a r g u e d  
t h a t  t h e  f i r s t  t w o  p e r s o n s  a r e  u s e d  m o s t l y  w i t h  t h e  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t .  H o w e v e r ,  
t h e i r  c l a i m  i s  v a l i d  o n l y  f o r  t h e  y o u n g e r  s p e a k e r s  s i n c e  t h e  o l d e r  o n e s  d i s f a -
v o r  t h e  i m p e r f e c t  a l s o  w i t h  t h i r d  p e r s o n  s u b j e c t s .  T h e  c o n t r a s t  b e t w e e n  f i r s t  
a n d  s e c o n d  p e r s o n s  o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d  a n d  t h i r d  p e r s o n  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d  w a s  
t h e r e f o r e  n o t  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  s p e e c h .  
5 . 2 . 5  P a r a l l e l i s m  
T a b l e  2  s h o w s  a  p a r a l l e l i s m  e f f e c t  w h e r e b y  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a n  i m p e r f e c t  
c a l l s  f o r  t h e  u s e  o f  a n o t h e r  i m p e r f e c t  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c l a u s e ,  w i t h  a  p r o b -
a b i l i t y  o f  . 6 9  f o r  o l d e r  s p e a k e r s  a n d  . 7 5  f o r  y o u n g e r  s p e a k e r s .  T h i s  f i n d i n g  
w a s  e x p e c t e d  g i v e n  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  p a r a l l e l i s m .  W h a t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h o u g h  
i s  t h a t ,  f o r  t h e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t i o n ,  t h e  p l u p e r f e c t  b u m p e d  o u t  i t s  c l o s e  c o u s i n  
f o r  t h e  f i r s t  p o s i t i o n  o f  v e r b  f o r m s  t r i g g e r i n g  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t .  T h i s  
c a n  b e  i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  a  p o o l i n g  o f  m e a n i n g s  b e t w e e n  t h e s e  t w o  f o r m s  r e n -
d e r i n g  t h e m  a l m o s t  e q u a l l y  e f f e c t i v e  i n  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  p a r a l l e l i s m  e f f e c t  o b -
s e r v e d .  
B y  d e f a u l t ,  i t  w a s  a s s u m e d  t h a t  t h e  l o w e s t  p r o b a b i l i t y  o f  c h o o s i n g  t h e  
i m p e r f e c t  w o u l d  o c c u r  w h e n  a  p r e s e n t  p e r f e c t  w a s  u s e d  i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  
c l a u s e .  T a b l e  2  s h o w s  t h a t  t h i s  i s  t h e  c a s e  f o r  b o t h  a g e  g r o u p s ,  w i t h  p r o b -
a b i l i t i e s  o f  . 2 6  a n d  . 3 3 .  
6  C o n c l u s i o n  
B y  u s i n g  r e f e r e n c e s  i n  p r e s c r i p t i v e  a n d  d e s c r i p t i v e  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  w e l l  a s  s p o -
k e n  d a t a  f r o m  t w o  d i f f e r e n t  g e n e r a t i o n s  o f  s p e a k e r s ,  t h i s  p a p e r  h a s  s h o w e d  
t h a t  t h e  p a s t - t e m p o r a l  r e f e r e n c e  s y s t e m  o f  Q u e b e c  F r e n c h  i s  m a r k e d  b y  
c h a n g e .  G i v e n  t h a t  c h a n g e  i s  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  v a r i a b i l i t y  a n d  t h a t  t h e  r e v i e w  o f  
t h e  g r a m m a t i c a l  t r a d i t i o n  h a s  r e v e a l e d  l o n g - s t a n d i n g  v a r i a b i l i t y ,  i t  c a n  b e  
a s s u m e d  t h a t  t h e  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t  d i d  n o t  b y  i t s e l f  c a u s e  a n  
o v e r h a u l  o f  t h i s  s y s t e m .  I t  i s  n o w  o b v i o u s  t h a t  c h a n g e  w a s  a t  w o r k  w e l l  b e -
f o r e  t h i s  v a r i a n t  b e c a m e  o b s o l e t e  a n d  t h a t  i t  p e r s i s t e d  a f t e r  i t s  a s s u m e d  
m e a n i n g s  w e r e  t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  o t h e r  f o r m s .  
R e s u l t s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h i s  p a p e r  a l s o  s h e d  s o m e  l i g h t  o n  w h e r e  t h o s e  
f u n c t i o n s  w e r e  r e a l l o c a t e d .  T h i s  p a p e r  h a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t ,  c o n t r a r y  t o  s o m e  
b e l i e f ,  a l l  m e a n i n g s  w e r e  n o t  t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  o n e  s i n g l e  f o r m .  R a t h e r ,  v a l u e s  
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  s i m p l e  p a s t  e x a m i n e d  h e r e i n  h a v e  b e e n  t a k e n  o n  b y  t h e  
i m p e r f e c t  i n  c e r t a i n  c a s e s  ( n a m e l y  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  e x p r e s s  h a b i t u a l i t y  a n d  s i -
130 MARTINE LEROUX 
multaneity) and by the present perfect in others (as for the punctual aspect 
and sequentiality). 
Moreover, this paper has showed that usage does not necessarily follow 
prescription. A good example of this can be found in the famous twenty-
four-hour rule prescribed for centuries as the main distinction between the 
simple past and the present perfect, but actually never applied in oral speech, 
at least in the twentieth century. Also, the fact that one of the three main 
features of the imperfect, that is, the ability to mark duration, is not inherent 
in older speakers shows another large gap between prescription and usage. 
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